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A Conceptual History
of the Achievement Goal Construct
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any different psychological constructs
Mhave been used over the years to explain
and predict the energization and direction of
behavior in achievement situations, such as
the classroom, the workplace, and the
ballfield. Each of these constructs (e.g., the
achievement motive construct, the perceived
competence construct, the achievement goal
construct) has focused in some way and to
some degree on competence. The study of
competence and how individuals are moti-
vated with regard to competence has had
an important place in many different disci-
plines within psychology, including develop-
mental psychology, educational psychol-
ogy, industrial-organizational psychology,
social-personality psychology, and sport
psychology.

Integral to a motivational analysis of com-
petence is the issue of valence. Persons may
be energized by or directed roward the posi-
tive possibility of competence per se, and/or
they may be energized by or directed away
from the negative possibility of incompe-
tence. This distinction between approach
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motivation and avoidance motivation is a
fundamental and basic aspect of compe-
tence-relevant motivation. ‘

The construct that currently receives the
most research attention in the literature on
competence-relevant motivation is the
achievement goal construct. In this chapter, I
offer a conceptual history of the achieve-
ment goal construct, describing the emer-
gence of the construct and noteworthy
developments in the achievement goal litera-
ture from its inception to the present day.
From day one, the achievement goal con-
struct was grounded in a distinction be-
tween mastery and performance forms of
competence-relevant motivation, It was not
until significantly later in the develop-
ment of the literature that the approach-
avoidance distinction was also considered
fundamental to the achievement goal con-
struct. As such, in overviewing the achieve-
ment goal literature, I devote particular at-
tention to the question of when and how
this approach-avoidance distinction was in-
corporated into the achievement goal con-
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struct. I conclude my conceptual overview
by offering some observations regarding the
contemporary achievement goal literature.

THE EMERGENCE OF THE
ACHIEVEMENT GOAL CONSTRUCT

The achievement goal construct was devel-
oped in independent and collaborative work
by Carol Ames, Carol Dweck, Marty Maehr,
and John Nicholls. In the mid- to late 1970s,
each of these individuals conducted research
programs at the University of Illinois that fo-
cused on achievement motivation. In the fall
of 1977, they began meeting together in a
seminar series on motivation at the Institute
for Child Behavior and Development in the
Children’s Research Center to discuss issues
regarding achievement and motivation
(Roberts, 2001). The discussions in this sem-
inar series seemed to have had an important
influence on the thinking of the participants,
because shortly thereafter, unpublished (e.g.,
Nicholls & Dweck, 1979) and published
(e.g., Maehr & Nicholls, 1980) papers
emerged that articulated the foundational
ideas of the achievement goal approach to
achievement motivation. In the ensuing
years, Dweck and Nicholls proceeded to of-
fer somewhat distinct achievement goal con-
ceptualizations that have been particularly
influential in this tradition. Therefore, their
conceptual work is the central focus of the
following overview (see also Ames, 1984,
and Maehr, 1983, 1984).

Dweck’s achievement goal conceptualiza-
tion emerged from her research on helpless-
ness in achievement settings with late grade-
school-age children. In a series of studies,
Dweck and her colleagues (Diener &
Dweck, 1978, 1980; Dweck, 1975; Dweck
& Reppucci, 1973) demonstrated that chil-
dren of equal ability respond differently to
failure on achievement tasks. Some children
display an adaptive, “mastery” response
pattern, characterized by attributing failure
to insufficient effort, continued positive af-
fect and expectancies, sustained or enhanced
persistence and performance, and pursuit of
subsequent challenge, whereas other chil-
dren display a maladaptive, “helpless” re-
sponse pattern, characterized by attributing
failure to insufficient ability, the onset of
negative affect and expectancies, decrements

in persistence and performance, and avoid-
ance of subsequent challenge.

Dweck (Dweck, 1986; Dweck & Elliott,
1983) sought to explain why children of
equal ability display such divergent re-
sponses to failure, and she embraced the
achievement goal construct as the key ex-
planatory variable. A person’s achievement
goal was said to represent his or her purpose
for engaging in behavior in an achievement
situation (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). Two
types of goals were identified: performance
goals, in which the purpose of behavior is to
demonstrate one’s competence (or avoid
demonstrating one’s incompetence), and
learning goals, in which the purpose of
behavior is to develop one’s competence and
task mastery.

Children were posited to adopt different
goals in achievement settings, and these
goals were presumed to lead to differential
task construals and differential patterns of
affect, cognition, and behavior. Performance
goals were presumed to lead to the “help-
less” response pattern upon failure, because
failure directly implies a lack of normative
ability; learning goals, on the other hand,
were posited to lead to the “mastery” re-
sponse pattern, because failure feedback
could simply be construed as helpful infor-
mation in the process of developing compe-
tence or mastering a task. Achievement
goals were posited to interact with confi-
dence in one’s ability in predicting
achievement-relevant affect, cognition, and
behavior. Performance goals were thought to
lead to the “mastery” response pattern when
accompanied by high confidence in ability
but were thought to lead to the “helpless”
pattern when accompanied by low confi-
dence in ability. Learning goals were viewed
as leading to the “mastery” pattern regard-
less of level of confidence in ability.

In articulating her achievement goal con-
struct, Dweck overviewed and highlighted
the limitations of both the achievement mo-
tive and achievement attribution traditions
(as well as others). She believed that the
achievement motive tradition overempha-
sized dispositions and underemphazied the
role of cognitions in predicting achievement
behavior (Dweck & Wortman, 1982; Dweck
& Elliott, 1983), and that the achievement
attribution tradition was unable to explain
why people strive for competence in the first
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place (Dweck & Elliott, 1983). The achieve-
ment goal construct was construed as ad-
dressing these limitations, albeit not replac-
ing or invalidating the motive and
attribution constructs. Achievement goals
were viewed as amenable to situation-
specific, as well as dispositional, levels of
analysis, were viewed as cognitively repre-
sented, and were thought to express the spe-
cific reason why an individual engaged in
achievement behavior (Dweck & Elliott,
1983; Dweck & Leggett, 1988). Implicit
theories of ability were identified as separa-
ble from achievement goals and were con-
strued as predictors of their adoption. A be-
lief that ability is a stable entity was posited
to lead to performance goal adoption,
whereas a belief that ability is malleable was
posited to lead to learning goal adoption
(Dweck & Leggett, 1988). For Dweck,
“Achievement goals must lie at the heart of
any analysis of achievement motivation”
(Dweck & Elliott, 1983, p. 653).

Nicholls’s achievement goal conceptual-
ization emerged from his research on the de-
velopment of conceptions of ability in chil-
dren. According to Nicholls (1976, 1978,
1980), children initially possess an undiffer-
entiated conception of ability, in which they
do not distinguish between ability and ef-
fort. From this perspective, high ability is es-
sentially equated with learning and improve-
ment through effort; the more effort
expended, the more learning and improve-
ment (and, therefore, ability) implied. By
around the age of 12, children acquire a dif-
ferentiated conception of ability, in which
they distinguish between ability and effort,
and construe ability as a fixed capacity.
From this perspective, effort expenditure
must be controlled for when making ability
inferences; high ability is inferred when one
outperforms others while expending equal
effort, or performs the same as others while
expending less effort.

Nicholls (1984} sought to integrate his
findings on the development of conceptions
of ability with existing theories of adolescent
and adult achievement motivation, and it is
through this process that he articulated his
achievement goal construct. An achievement
goal was viewed as the purpose of achieve-
ment behavior, and it was presumed that the
purpose of achievement behavior is to dem-
onstrate or develop high ability (or to avoid

demonstrating low ability). For adolescents
and adults, ability may be construed in both
undifferentiated and differentiated fashion,
so two different types of goals may be iden-
tified on this basis. The term “task involve-
ment” was used to refer to seeking ability in
the undifferentiated sense (i.e., seeking to
develop skills by learning or mastering
tasks), and the term “ego involvement” was
used to refer to seeking ability in the differ-
entiated sense (i.e., seeking to demonstrate
that one has capacity by outperforming oth-
ers, especially with less effort expenditure).

The two types of goals were presumed to
lead to different patterns of achievement-
relevant processes and outcomes. Task in-
volvement was portrayed as an intrinsically
motivated state that leads to positive
achievement-relevant affect, cognition, and
behavior, whereas ego involvement was por-
trayed as a self-conscious, evaluative moti-
vational state that leads to a negative pattern
of affect, cognition, and behavior. These
goal states were posited to interact with per-
ceived ability in predicting some processes
and outcomes (e.g., task choice). Ego in-
volvement was viewed as leading to positive
consequences f{e.g., selecting moderately
challenging tasks) when accompanied by
high perceived ability, and to negative conse-
quences {e.g., selecting very easy or very dif-
ficult tasks) when accompanied by low per-
ceived ability. Task involvement was viewed
as leading to positive consequences across
levels of perceived ability.

In articulating his achievement goal con-
struct, Nicholls overviewed the way in
which both the achievement motive and
achievement attribution traditions (among
others) viewed the concept of ability. He
noted that both of these traditions empha-
sized the undifferentiated conception of abil-
ity, and failed to recognize that ability may
be construed in different ways (Nicholls,
1983). The achievement goal approach was
said to offer a more complete portrait of
achievement motivation by distinguishing
between two different conceptions of ability,
and by making different predictions for
goals states focusing on each. Nicholls also
critiqued the degree to which the achieve-
ment motive approach emphasized disposi-
tions (Maehr & Nicholls, 1980), and fo-
cused on how achievement goals may be
manifest as either situationally specific states
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(involvements) or dispositional preferences
(orientations). Dispositional goal prefer-
ences were viewed as predictors of
situationally specific goal states, and goal
states were construed as cognitively based
intentions. The distinction between ability as
capacity and ability as something to be de-
veloped was considered an inherent aspect
of ability conceptions; as such, this notion of
ability as stable or changeable was con-
strued as part of the goal per se rather than
as an antecedent of goal adoption. For
Nicholls (1984), the conceptions of ability
that established achievement goals were “the
keys to understanding achievement motiva-
tion” (p. 329}.

Two additional points regarding Nicholls’s
theorizing on achievement goals are impor-
tant to note. First, he explicitly stated that
his views on achievement goals were based
not only on scientific theorizing but also on
his philosophical values regarding the im-
portance of equal motivational opportuni-
ties for all individuals (Nicholls, 1979,
1984). From this standpoint alone (indepen-
dent of empirical data), task involvement
was to be championed over ego involve-
ment, because only task involvement affords
motivational equality. Second, it must be ac-
knowledged that Nicholls seemed to de-
scribe goals and related constructs in differ-
ent ways across his writings, and that these
descriptions were not always clearly articu-
lated. Thus, one may characterize Nicholls’s
goal construct differently depending on the
writings on which one focuses and how one
interprets various statements.

Although there are differences in the
achievement goal conceptualizations prof-
fered by Dweck and Nicholls, it is their simi-
larities that are most striking and most im-
portant to consider in this chapter. First,
both conceptualizations were articulated in
the context of a literature that emphasized
achievement motives and achievement attri-
butions as explanatory constructs. From
early conceptual pieces written by Dweck
(Dweck & Wortman, 1982; Dweck &
Elliott, 1983) and Nicholls (1983; Maehr &
Nicholls, 1980), it was clear that their
emerging idea of the achievement goal con-
struct was in part a response to perceived
weaknesses or limitations of the achieve-
ment motive and attribution constructs.
Thus, the motive and attribution approaches

to achievement motivation clearly influ-
enced the way in which the achievement
goal approach emerged, and both Dweck
and Nicholls viewed the achievement goal
construct as more of an integration of new
and existing concepts than as a completely
novel construct created ex nibilo.

Second, both Dweck and Nicholls delin-
eated their achievement goal construct in
terms of the purpose of achievement behav-
ior. The concept of “purpose” can be de-
fined in two primary ways: as “the reason
for which something is done, made, used,
etc.” and as “an intended or desired result,
end, aim, goal” (Random House Dictionary
of the English Language, 1993). It appears
to be used by both Dweck and Nicholls in
both of these senses—as the reason for
behavior in an achievement situation (e.g.,
the development or demonstration of abil-
ity) and as the aim or outcome that is sought
in an achievement situation (e.g., normative
or self-referential ability).

Third, both Dweck and Nicholls viewed
competence as an important component of
the achievement goal construct but clearly
incorporated other components as well. For
example, the focus on demonstrating ability
in the performance/ego involvement goal im-
plicates approval and/or self-presentation, in
addition to competence. Indeed, both
Dweck (Dweck & Elliott, 1983) and
Nicholls (1984) indicated that the demon-
stration of ability can involve demonstrating
ability to others, and this approval/self-
presentation aspect of performance/ego in-
volvement goals was a key feature of both
the manipulations (e.g., “although you
won’t learn new things, it will really show
me what kids can do”; see Elliott & Dweck,
1988) and measures {e.g., “I feel that I am
successful when I show people I'm good at
something”; see Nicholls, 1989) used to em-
pirically examine the effects of these goals.

Fourth, both Dweck and Nicholls prof-
fered a comparable achievement goal dichot-
omy, and the hypothesized effects of each
goal were presumed to be quite similar in
nature. One goal (learning/task) was charac-
terized in terms of developing ability and
seeking task mastery, and was posited to
lead to a wide range of positive processes
and outcomes. The other goal (performance/
ego) was characterized in terms of demon-
strating ability and seeking normative com-

_



56 1I. CENTRAL CONSTRUCTS

petence, and was posited to lead to a wide
range of negative processes and outcomes.
In addition, for both theorists, the effects of
achievement goals were expected to be mod-
erated by perceptions of competence, at least
for some processes and outcomes. Perfor-
mance/ego goals were posited to exert the
most negative impact when accompanied by
low perceptions of competence, whereas
learning/ego goals were posited to exert the
same positive impact across competence per-
ceptions.

Fifth, in articulating their views on
achievement goals, both Dweck and
Nicholls described the two different goals
relative to each other, and Dweck, in partic-
ular, sometimes categorized individuals in
terms of one type of goal or the other. This
has led some to suggest that Dweck, in par-
ticular, but also Nicholls, viewed perfor-
mance/ego and - learning/task as opposite
poles on a single goal continuum. However,
neither theorist explicitly articulated a
unidimensional conceptualization of achieve-
ment goals, and it seems best to conclude
that neither theorist took a firm stance on
the dimensionality issue in their early writ-
ings. Instead, they simply focused on which
of the two goals was most salient for an in-
dividual, and this in no way necessitates a
unidimensional conceptualization of goals.
In their later writings, both Dweck (1989)
and Nicholls (1989) explicitly construed the
two goals as distinct and separate forms of
regulation.

Sixth, both Dweck and Nicholls por-
trayed achievement goals as applicable to
both situational and dispositional levels of
analysis (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). In devel-
oping their achievement goal constructs,
both theorists highlighted the limitations of
dispositional constructs (Dweck & Elliott,
1983; Maehr & Nicholls, 1980) and con-
veyed the importance of attending to more
situationally oriented constructs. Interest-
ingly, in empirical work, Dweck tended to
focus on situation-specific manifestations of
goals (e.g., Elliott & Dweck, 1988), whereas
Nicholls tended to focus on dispositional
goal orientations {e.g., Nicholls, Cheung,
Lauer, & Patashnick, 1989).

Seventh, neither Dweck nor Nicholls
made use of the distinction between ap-
proach and avoidance motivation in articu-
lating their achievement goal construct.

Early in their writing on achievement goals,
it seems as though both theorists may have
considered incorporating the approach-
avoidance distinction into their work in
some manner (see Dweck & Elliott, 1983;
Nicholls, 1984). However, it is clear that
both decided against explicitly attending to
this distinction. Dweck either described both
mastery and performance goals in purely
appetitive terms (Dweck & Leggett, 1988)
or collapsed across approach-avoidance in
characterizing performance goals in terms of
seeking positive and avoiding negative judg-
ments of ability (Elliott & Dweck, 1988).
Nicholls explicitly ignored avoidance moti-
vation altogether, characterizing task and
ego goals as “two forms of approach moti-
vation” (Nicholls, Patashnick, Cheung,
Thorkildsen, & Lauer, 1989, p. 188).

SUBSEQUENT RESEARCH
AND DEVELOPMENTS WITHIN THE
ACHIEVEMENT GOAL LITERATURE

In the mid- to late 1980s, Dweck and
Nicholls began to produce empirical work
that supported their ideas about achieve-
ment goals (e.g., Elliott & Dweck, 1988;
Nicholls, Patashnick, & Nolen, 1985).
Many other researchers joined these efforts,
and helped to document the utility of the
fledgling achievement goal approach (see
Ames & Archer, 1988; Butler, 1988; Duda,
1988; Jagacinski & Nicholls, 1987;
Koestner, Zuckerman, & Koestner, 1987;
Meece, Blumenfeld, & Hoyle, 1988; Nolen,
1988; Sansone, Sachau, & Weir, 1989;
Stipek & Kowalski, 1989; Thorkildsen,
1989).

In an influential set of articles, Ames and
Archer (1987, 1988) laid out the rationale
for an integrative achievement goal ap-
proach that brought together not only the
conceptualizations of Dweck and Nicholls
but also those of theorists such as Ames
(1984), Covington {1984), Maehr (1983),
and Ryan (1982). Ames and Archer (1987,
1988) argued that the conceptual accounts
proposed by the aforementioned theorists
were similar enough to justify terminological
convergence in the form of a mastery/perfor-
mance goal dichotomy. This integrative
move brought cohesion to the extant litera-
ture on achievement and motivation, and
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helped to solidify the importance of the
achievement goal construct.

It is important to note that in the process
of integrating the work of many different re-
searchers, Ames and Archer (1987, 1988)
offered an expanded conceptualization of
the achievement goal construct. Achieve-
ment goals were characterized as networks
or patterns of beliefs and feelings about suc-
cess, effort, ability, errors, feedback, and
standards of evaluation. These various be-
liefs and feelings were presumed to be inter-
related within each type of goal, and were
thought to provide a wide-ranging frame-
work, or schema, labeled “orientation,”
through which achievement situations are
construed and engaged.

A final aspect of the work of Ames and
Archer (1988) warrants highlighting. These
researchers introduced the idea that the
achievement goal construct could be applied
at the classroom, as well as the individual,
level of analysis. In their research, they as-
sessed students’ perceptions of their class-
rooms in terms of an emphasis on mastery
goals and performance goals, and linked
these goal perceptions to students’ learning
strategies, task choices, attitudes, and attri-
butions. Furthermore, Ames and Archer ex-
amined how different combinations of mas-
tery goal and performance goal perceptions
correlated with these process and outcome
variables. In similar fashion, Duda (1988)
examined how different combinations of in-
dividuals’ mastery and performance goals
correlated with process and outcome vari-
ables in the sport context.

In the early 1990s, research on achieve-
ment goals began to proliferate. There were
undoubtedly many reasons for this influx of
empirical attention, including the following:
The achievement goal construct was intu-
itively appealing; the achievement goal con-
struct fit nicely with the widespread interest
in cognitively based constructs; achievement
goal ideas clearly had straightforward ap-
plied value; achievement goals were rela-
tively easy to measure and manipulate; and
Ames and Archer’s (1987, 1988) integration
helped generate new research ideas. By this
time, empirical research on achievement
goals was appearing in a broad range of dis-
ciplines, including developmental psychol-
ogy (see work by Butler, Stipek), educational
psychology (see work by Ames, Meece,

Nicholls, Pintrich), sport psychology (see
work by Duda, Roberts), and social-
personality psychology (see work by Dweck,
Harackiewicz).

As previously noted, the achievement goal
approach emerged, in part, from philosophi-
cal values regarding the importance of equal
motivational opportunities for all individ-
uals. In light of this metatheoretical foun-
dation and the clear implications of
achievement goal concepts for real-world
achievement settings, it is not surprising that
educational psychologists, in particular, be-
gan to actively utilize the achievement goal
approach as a guide for intervention and re-
form. Ames (1990; 1992) offered an elabo-
rate and particularly influential intervention
framework labeled TARGET (Tasks, Au-
thority, Recognition, Grouping, Evaluation,
Time; see Epstein, 1988). This framework
was designed to create classroom environ-
ments that would enhance mastery goal
adoption and minimize performance goal
adoption in students (see also Blumenfeld,
1992). Maehr and Midgley (1991) estab-
lished the importance of examining achieve-
ment goal influences at the school, as well as
the personal and classroom levels, and made
the case for a focus on mastery goals in each
instance. In sport psychology, Duda and col-
leagues applied the concept of “perceived
motivational climate” to coaches (Seifriz,
Duda, & Chi, 1992) and parents (White,
Duda, & Hart, 1992), and demonstrated the
benefits of mastery goals in these contexts as
well. Meece (1991) went beyond measure-
ment of the perceived motivational climate
to acquire observers’ ratings of goal-relevant
features of the achievement environment.

In the early to mid-1990s, several reviews
of achievement goal research appeared in
journal articles, chapters in edited volumes,
and textbooks. Nearly all of these reviews
rather unequivocally stated that the extant
research on mastery and performance goals
provided strong support for the basic hy-
pothesis that mastery goals lead to positive
processes and outcomes, whereas perfor-
mance goals lead to negative processes and
outcomes. These reviews tended to focus on
the main effects of achievement goals rather
than the perceived competence moderator
hypothesis. At this point, minimal research
on this moderator hypothesis had been con-
ducted, and the extant data had yielded
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mixed results (see Miller, Behrens, Greene,
& Newman, 1993; Smiley & Dweck, 1994).

For some, these reviews of the literature
portraying the effects of mastery goals as ex-
clusively positive and those of performance
goals as exclusively negative seemed over-
stated (Butler, 1992; Harackiewicz & Elliot,
1993). A closer examination of the available
research seemed to indicate that mastery
goals indeed tended to lead to a host of posi-
tive processes and outcomes (although evi-
dence linking mastery goals to positive per-
formance outcomes was conspicuously
sparse), but that performance goals some-
times had negative consequences, sometimes
had no consequences, and sometimes even
had positive consequences. For example,
performance goals were shown to have null
or positive effects in certain types of achieve-
ment contexts (see Koestner et al., 1987;
Miller & Hom, 1990; Sansone et al., 1989)
and for persons with certain types of
personality dispositions (see Elliot &
Harackiewicz, 1994; Harackiewicz & Elliot,
1993). This pattern of results led
Harackiewicz (Harackiewicz & Elliot, 1993;
Harackiewicz & Sansone, 1991), in particu-
lar, to explicitly question the proposal that
performance goals are maladaptive.

On a related note, some researchers began
to posit mastery goals coupled with perfor-
mance goals as the optimal achievement
goal profile, rather than mastery goals cou-
pled with the absence of performance goals
{(Farr, Hofmann, & Ringenbach, 1993). Re-
search examining the predictive nature of
different goal profiles lent some credence to
this proposition. Several studies indicated
that the “high mastery-high performance
goal” combination was linked to the best
pattern of processes and outcomes (Ainley,
1993; Bouffard, Boisvert, Vezeau, &
Larouche, 1995; Fox, Goudas, Biddle,
Duda, & Armstrong, 1994; Wentzel, 1991,
1993), although others supported the “high
mastery—low performance goal” combina-
tion (Meece & Holt, 1993; Pintrich & Gar-
cia, 1991). The Farr et al. {1993) article
cited earlier is also noteworthy for a differ-
ent reason: It was one of the first articles to
emerge from industrial-organizational psy-
chology that explicitly discussed achieve-
ment goals (see Kanfer, 1990, for the initial
consideration of achievement goals in this
discipline). Corresponding empirical work

began to appear shortly thereafter (see
Sujan, Weitz, & Kumar, 1994).

Other goals besides the “big two” had
been considered for inclusion in achievement
goal accounts from the beginning of concep-
tual and empirical work in this area (see
Maehr, 1983; Maehr & Nicholls, 1980;
Nicholls et al., 1985). Several candidates for
inclusion began to receive more extensive
consideration and scrutiny in the early to
mid-1990s, most notably, work avoidance
goals, extrinsic goals, and social goals (see
Urdan, 1997, for a review). Work avoidance
goals (also labeled “academic alienation”)
were defined in terms of trying to get away
with putting as little work or effort as possi-
ble into achievement tasks (Meece et al.,
1988; Nicholls et al., 1985; Nolen, 1988).
Extrinsic goals were defined in terms of
striving to earn a reward or avoid a punish-
ment (Maehr, 1983; Midgley & Urdan,
19935; Pintrich & Garcia, 1991). Social goals
were defined as strivings that focus on inter-
personal relationships (Maehr & Nicholls,
1980; Wentzel, 1989), and a number of dif-
ferent variants were delineated, including so-
cial approval goals, social responsibility
goals, social status goals, prosocial goals,
and affiliation goals (Urdan & Maehr,
1995). Importantly, no criteria were in place
by which to judge the merit of these addi-
tional goal candidates, and this proved an
impediment to deciding which, if any, war-
ranted inclusion into a model of achieve-
ment goals. It was clear that each of the goal
candidates was operative in achievement sit-
uations, but it was equally clear that none of
the goals focused on a commitment to
achievement per se.

The year 1994 saw the premature passing
of one of the pioneers of the achievement
goal construct, John Nicholls.

INCORPORTATION OF
THE APPROACH-AVOIDANCE
DISTINCTION

The distinction between approach and
avoidance motivation has deep and wide-
spread intellectual roots. It has been a part
of theorizing on motivation since the advent
of psychology as a scientific discipline, and it
has been utilized by proponents of all ma-
jor psychological traditions (Elliot, 1999).
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Within the achievement motivation litera-
ture, the approach-avoidance distinction
was incorporated into the first formal model
of achievement motivation (the theory of re-
sultant valence offered by Lewin, Dembo,
Festinger, & Sears, 1944}, and has figured
prominently in many other influential ac-
counts of achievement behavior since that
time (see Alpert & Haber, 1960; Atkin-
son, 1957; Covington & Beery, 1976;
McClelland, Atkinson, Clark, & Lowell,
1953; Weiner, 1972). Given this history, it is
surprising that as the achievement goal ap-
proach emerged in the 1990s as the predom-
inant account of achievement behavior, the
approach-avoidance distinction continued
to be ignored. All researchers either fol-
lowed the lead of Dweck in not attending to
separable approach and avoidance forms of
performance goals (Butler, 1992; Skaalvik,
Valans, & Sletta, 1994) or they followed the
lead of Nicholls in explicitly characterizing
both mastery and performance goals as ap-
proach forms of motivation (Ames, 1992;
Meece & Holt, 1993). My own work at this
time focused explicitly on the approach—
avoidance distinction and sought to incor-
porate it within the achievement goal con-
struct.

As a social-personality psychology gradu-
ate student in the early 1990s, I read broadly
and deeply in the achievement motivation
literature. In my reading, I was struck by the
absence of attention to the approach—
avoidance distinction in achievement goal
work, especially given how richly the con-
ceptual and empirical utility of this distinc-
tion had been documented in other theoreti-
cal frameworks over the years. I was also
aware of the fact that a close examination of
the extant achievement goal research indi-
cated that the performance goals were not
necessarily as deleterious as hypothesized,
but could have both negative and positive ef-
fects on achievement-relevant processes and
outcomes. This pattern of results matched
my personal experience with performance
goals, perhaps in particular, my experience
on the ballfield as a baseball player and
coach.

Accordingly, T reexamined the existing
empirical work on achievement goals to de-
termine whether the approach-avoidance
distinction could help explain the variation
in results for performance goals (Elliot,

1994). I noticed that for laboratory experi-
ments, it was possible to distinguish between
performance goal manipulations that drew
participants’ attention to the possibility of a
positive outcome (thereby presumably
instantiating approach motivation) and
those that drew their attention to the possi-
bility of a negative outcome (thereby pre-
sumably instantiating avoidance motiva-
tion). In similar fashion, for field studies, it
was possible to distinguish between perfor-
mance goal measures comprised entirely of
items focused on the possibility of a positive
outcome (presumably representing approach
motivation) and those that contained items
focused on the possibility of a negative out-
come (presumably representing avoidance
motivation). Classifying the manipulations
and measures from extant research on this
basis seemed to bring a great deal of clarity
to the empirical pattern for performance
goals. In general, performance goal manipu-
lations and measures classified as approach
tended to produce a positive set of processes
and outcomes, whereas those classified as
avoidance tended to produce a negative set
of processes and outcomes (see Rawsthorne
& Elliot, 1999, for an empirically based
meta-analytic validation of these observa-
tions). If, as this analysis suggested, perfor-
mance goals focused on positive outcomes
and performance goals focused on negative
outcomes have very different effects, it
seemed quite likely that combining these
types of goals together under the (omnibus)
performance goal rubric would produce the
mixed empirical pattern observed in the ex-
tant data.

Thus, on the basis of the long-docu-
mented utility of the approach-avoidance
distinction, and the apparent utility of this
distinction in clarifying the extant achieve-
ment goal literature, in my dissertation work
I posited that the dichotomous achievement
goal framework be revised to form a tri-
chotomous framework (Elliot, 1994; see
Elliot & Harackiewicz, 1996). Specifically, 1
bifurcated the conventional performance
goal into conceptually independent ap-
proach and avoidance goals, and posited
three separate achievement goals: a mastery
goal focused on the development of compe-
tence or the attainment of task mastery, a
performance-approach goal focused on the
attainment of normative competence, and a
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performance-avoidance goal focused on the
avoidance of normative incompetence. Mas-
tery and performance-approach goals were
characterized as approach goals, because
they focused on potential positive outcomes
{(improvement/mastery and normative com-
petence, respectively), whereas perfor-
mance-avoidance goals were characterized
as avoidance goals, because they focused on
a potential negative outcome (normative in-
competence).

The focus on positive possibilities in both
mastery and performance-approach goal
regulation was posited to lead to a some-
what similar set of positive processes and
outcomes. However, some differences in the
predictive profile of these forms of approach
motivation were also posited given their dif-
ferential evaluative standards. For example,
the external evaluative focus inherent in
performance-approach goals was thought to
limit the extent to which they, relative to
mastery goals, produced positive phenome-
nological processes and outcomes. However,
this same characteristic of performance-
approach goals was thought to make them
better facilitators of performance attainment
than mastery goals, particularly in situations
where such attainment depends on following
externally imposed criteria rather than in-
herently interesting aspects of the task itself
(Elliot, 1994; Elliot & Harackiewicz, 1996).
The focus on negative possibilities in
performance-avoidance goals was posited to
lead to a broad range of negative processes
and outcomes.

Rather than view perceived competence as
a moderator of achievement goal effects, 1
posited it to be an antecedent of achieve-
ment goal adoption (Elliot, 1994; Elliot &
Church, 1997). High perceived competence
was posited to orient individuals to the pos-
sibility of success and to facilitate the adop-
tion of approach goals, both mastery and
performance-approach, whereas low per-
ceived competence was posited to orient in-
dividuals to the possibility of failure and to
facilitate the adoption of performance-
avoidance goals. Thus, competence expec-
tancies were presumed to exert their effects
on processes and outcomes indirectly
through their influence on achievement goal
adoption, rather than directly in interaction
with achievement goals.

Importantly, the influence of perceived
competence on achievement goal adoption
was thought to be of moderate magnitude.
Many other factors besides perceived com-
petence were viewed as contributing to
achievement goal adoption, including
achievement motives, implicit theories of
ability, and characteristics of the achieve-
ment task or evaluative setting (Elliot, 1994;
1997). This is a critical point, because sev-
eral theorists in the 1970s and 1980s had
portrayed high—low perceptions of compe-
tence as functionally isomorphic with
approach-avoidance motivational tenden-
cies (Kukla, 1972; Meyer, 1987). Indeed, it
is likely that this portrait of approach-
avoidance motivation as reducible to per-
ceived competence was a major reason that
approach-avoidance constructs lay fallow
during the 1970s and 1980s. That is, per-
ceived competence constructs were quite
popular as explanatory constructs during
this time, and approach-avoidance motiva-
tion was presumed to be redundant with
such constructs. In contrast, I portrayed
achievement goals as emerging from com-
petence perceptions {as well as other in-
fluences), but as having a direct effect on
processes and outcomes independent of per-
ceived competence.

The trichotomous achievement goal
framework incorporated the distinction be-
tween approach and avoidance motivation
within performance goals, but left mastery
goals intact. In subsequent work (Elliot,
1999), I proposed a 2 x 2 achievement goal
framework that incorporated the approach—
avoidance distinction within mastery goals
as well as performance goals (see also
Pintrich, 2000). As I stated earlier, the extant
empirical work on mastery goals had yielded
a rather clear pattern of findings that indi-
cated that these goals led to a host of posi-
tive processes and outcomes. I examined the
existing research on mastery goals and con-
cluded that the clarity of the empirical yield
was due to the fact that the manipulations
and measures used in this research focused
uniformly on positive possibilities. That is,
in contrast to the extant research on perfor-
mance goals, in which approach and avoid-
ance motivation were often mixed indis-
criminantly, in the extant research on
mastery goals, avoidance motivation was
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simply omitted altogether. As such, whereas
the trichotomous framework separated om-
nibus performance goals into conceptually
independent performance-approach and
performance-avoidance goals, the 2 x 2
framework added mastery-avoidance goals
as the conceptually independent comple-
ment to the mastery-approach goals that
were already in place.

Mastery—avoidance goals were described
as a focus on avoiding self-referential or
task-referential  incompetence. Whereas
mastery-approach goals entail striving to
develop one’s skills and abilities, advance
one’s learning, understand material, or mas-
ter a task, mastery—avoidance goals entail
striving to avoid losing one’s skills and abili-
ties (or having their development stagnate),
forgetting what one has learned, misunder-
standing material, or leaving a task incom-
plete. These goals were characterized as
mastery goals because of their focus on de-

velopment and task mastery; they were char-

acterized as avoidance goals because of their
focus on a potential negative outcome (self-
or task-referential incompetence).

Predictions for mastery-avoidance goals
were proffered tentatively given the fact that
the mastery component of the goal was usu-
ally viewed as facilitating positive processes
and outcomes, whereas the avoidance com-
ponent of the goal was usually viewed as
producing negative processes and outcomes.
Nothing was known about the precise way
in which these two components would
integrate and function together in self-
regulation, so specific hypotheses were
viewed as difficult to generate a priori. In
general, mastery-avoidance goals were ex-
pected to produce less optimal consequences
than those for mastery—approach goals, but
less deleterious consequences than those for
performance-avoidance goals (Elliot, 1999;
Elliot & McGregor, 2001). Perceived com-
petence was not expected to moderate the
influence of mastery-avoidance goals on
processes and outcomes. Rather, perceived
competence was viewed as an antecedent of
mastery—avoidance goals, such that low per-
ceptions of competence were thought to ori-
ent individuals to the possibility of task- or
self-referential incompetence and, there-
fore, to prompt the adoption of mastery—
avoidance goals.

Overall, mastery—avoidance goals were
presumed to be less prevalent than mastery—
approach, performance-approach, and per-
formance-avoidance goals, at least in the
achievement contexts typically studied in the
achievement goal literature. However,
mastery-avoidance goals were viewed as
quite common in some instances and for
some types of individuals. For example,
these goals were thought to be quite com-
mon among the elderly. Physical and mental
skills and abilities gradually diminish during
the aging process, and it is likely that many
who experience this diminution adopt a
variant of the goal “avoid losing my skills
and abilities.” Athletes, students, or employ-
ees who have sought to maximize their skills
and abilities may at some point feel that
they have fully exploited their potential
{“reached their peak™) and shift to a focus
on “not doing worse than I have done in the
past.” Perfectionists may be particularly
likely to adopt goals such as “avoid making
any mistakes” or “not lose a single point.”
Mastery-avoidance goals may also be com-
mon among those who think that they have
a bad memory and consequently focus on
“not forgetting what I have learned” (Elliot,
1999; Elliot & Thrash, 2001). Thus,
mastery-avoidance goals were construed as
important forms of regulation in some in-
stances, and attending to these goals was
viewed as necessary in the interest of more
fully accounting for the diverse nature of
achievement strivings in real-world situa-
tions.

In addition to fully incorporating the
approach-avoidance distinction into the
achievement goal construct, the 2 x 2 frame-
work sought to explicitly establish compe-
tence as the conceptual core of the achieve-
ment goal construct. Competence has
always been considered an important part of
the achievement goal construct, but, as
noted earlier, other motivational concepts
(e.g., self-presentation, self-assessment, im-
pression management) have also been in-
cluded in conceptualizing and operation-
alizing achievement goals. In the 2 x 2
framework, “achievement” was explicitly
portrayed in terms of competence, and the
achievement goal construct was explicitly
grounded in competence alone. Other moti-
vational concerns and foci were thought to
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commonly become associated with compe-
tence-based goals, but these other concerns
and foci were portrayed as antecedents or
consequences of competence-based goal
adoption, rather than as part of the goal per
se (Elliot & Thrash, 2001; Thrash & Elliot,
2001).

Establishing competence as the core of the
achievement goal construct provided a firm
foundation from which achievement goals
could be clearly conceptualized, and differ-
ent types of achievement goals could be
straightforwardly derived. 1 posited that
within a motivational context, the concept
of competence may be differentiated in two
fundamental ways, in terms of definition
and in terms of valence (Elliot, 1999; Elliot
& McGregor, 2001).

Competence is defined by the standard or
referent that is used in evaluating it. Three
different standards may be used: an absolute
standard (the requirements of the task it-
self), an intrapersonal standard (one’s own
past attainment or maximum potential at-
tainment), and a normative standard (the
performance of others). That is, competence
may be evaluated and, therefore defined, in
absolute terms according to one’s mastery of
a task, in intrapersonal terms according to
one’s personal trajectory, and in interper-
sonal terms according to one’s attainment
relative to others. Absolute and intraper-
sonal competence share many conceptual
and empirical similarities and, at present,
may be considered jointly rather than sepa-
rately. As such, competence may be defined
in absolute-intrapersonal terms or in inter-
personal terms, and two types of achieve-
ment goals may be delineated according to
the type of competence that an individual
commits to in an achievement situation.
This definition aspect of competence has
been an important (although, to reiterate,
not exclusive) focus of the dichotomous
achievement goal framework, with mastery
goals commonly entailing commitment to an
absolute—intrapersonal standard and perfor-
mance goals commonly entailing commit-
ment to an intrapersonal standard (Ames,
1984; Dweck & Elliott, 1983; Machr, 1983;
Nicholls, 1984).

Competence is valenced in that it can be
construed in positive terms (i.e., competence
or success) or in negative terms (i.e., incom-
petence or failure). Two types of achieve-

ment goals may be delineated according
whether the competence-relevant focus is on
approaching the positive possibility of com-
petence per se, or on avoiding the negative
possibility of incompetence. This valence as-
pect of competence represents the approach~
avoidance motivation distinction.

Both definition and valence are integral to
the concept of competence in motivational
contexts and are presumed to be represented
in any and all forms of achievement goals.
That is, definition and valence are construed
as necessary features of achievement goals,
because it is not possible to formulate an
achievement goal that does not include, im-
plicitly or explicitly, information as to how
competence is defined and valenced. These
two aspects of competence are combined to
form the four different types of goals repre-
sented in the 2 x 2 framework.

Establishing competence as the core of the’
achievement goal construct not only delin-
eated the precise conceptual nature of
achievement goals but also provided clear,
systematic guidelines for the evaluation of
additional achievement goal candidates.
Such candidates must be competence-based
and must either extend the two central as-
pects of competence, definition and valence,
or be grounded in an additional aspect of
competence not yet identified. A 3 x 2
framework that separates the absolute and
intrapersonal definitions of competence was
viewed as the most plausible option (Elliot,
1999); these definitions were construed as
conceptually separable, with the remaining
task being to determine whether they are in-
deed empirically separable. The definition
and valence aspects of competence were por-
trayed as sufficient to delineate the compe-
tence construct; therefore, these components
were viewed as sufficient building blocks
with which to comprehensively model
competence-based strivings.

SUBSEQUENT RESEARCH AND
DEVELOPMENTS WITHIN THE
ACHIEVEMENT GOAL LITERATURE

In the mid- to late 1990s, my colleagues and
I produced empirical work testing the tri-
chotomous achievement goal framework
(e.g., Elliot & Church, 1997; Elliot &
Harackiewicz, 1996). Many other research-
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ers did likewise (see, especially, Middleton
& Midgley, 1997; Skaalvik, 1997; Van-
deWalle, 1997), and the resulting data base
provided strong evidence for the need to at-
tend to the approach-avoidance distinction
in achievement goal research. Initially, the
three goals in the trichotomous framework
were manipulated in the experimental labo-
ratory, and the importance of separating
performance—approach and performance-
avoidance goals was documented (Elliot &
Harackiewicz, 1996). Shortly thereafter,
measures of the three goals were developed,
and the factor-analytic separability and dif-
ferential predictive utility of the three goals
was demonstrated (Elliot & Church, 1997;
Middleton & Midgley, 1997; Skaalvik,
1997; VandeWalle, 1997). Additional empir-
ical work further illustrated the benefits of
the trichotomous model (Bembenutty, 1999;
Brett & VandeWalle, 1999; Elliot &
McGregor, 1999; Elliot, McGregor, & Ga-
ble, 1999; Halvari & Kjormo, 1999; Lopez,
1999; Midgley et al., 1998; VandeWalle &
Cummings, 1997). In a few of these studies,
perceived competence was examined as a
moderator variable and as a possible alter-
native explanation for observed effects; little
evidence emerged for either possibility (Elliot
& Church, 1997; Elliot & Harackiewicz,
1996). Perceived competence was, however,
documented as a predictor of achievement
goals, as posited by the trichotomous model
(Elliot & Church, 1997; Lopez, 1999).
During this time, research utilizing the di-
chotomous achievement goal framework
proceeded apace. Most researchers utilizing
the dichotomous framework either explicitly
labeled their performance goal construct
performance—approach, or at minimum
were careful to purify their manipulations or
measures of avoidance content. The prolifer-
ation in achievement goal research that was
witnessed early in the 1990s continued,
seemingly in linear fashion, as individuals
linked goals to a variety of different anteced-
ents and, especially, consequences. Research
in educational and sport psychology, in par-
ticular, burgeoned (for reviews, see Duda,
2001; Midgley, 2002; Pintrich & Schunk,
2002; Roberts, 2001; Treasure, 2001). Work
on achievement goals in industrial-
organizational psychology began in earnest
during this period, facilitated, in part, by the
development of a dichotomous achievement

goal measure by Button, Mathieu, and Zajac
(1996; for a review, see Kozlowski et al.,
2001).

Of particular note during this time was an
influx of important research contributions
from individuals at, or trained at, the Uni-
versity of Michigan. These researchers fo-
cused on expanding the achievement goal
nomological network, establishing interrela-
tions among goals at different levels of anal-
ysis, supplementing perceived goal structure
measures with observation-based goal struc-
ture measures, and documenting the impact
of school transitions on goals and goal-
related processes and outcomes (see E.
Anderman & Midgley, 1997; L. Anderman,
1999; Kaplan & Midgley, 1999; Middleton
& Midgley, 1997; Midgley, Arunkumar, &
Urdan, 1996; Patrick et al., 1997; Roeser,
Midgley, & Urdan, 1996; Ryan & Pintrich,
1997; Turner, Thorpe, & Meyer, 1998;
Urdan, Midgley, & Anderman, 1998;
Wolters, Yu, & Pintrich, 1996), Much of
this work emerged from an unusually fruit-
ful, large-scale longitudinal study of elemen-
tary through high school students (see
Midgley, 2002). These efforts were fueled
by, and fit hand in glove with, a focus on in-
tervention and school reform, articulately
expressed in Maehr and Midgley’s (1996)
Transforming School Cultures.

In addition to examining the influence of
both personal and structural achievement
goals on process and outcomes, researchers
in sport psychology, in particular, began to
examine achievement goals from an
interactionist perspective. This research fo-
cused on questions regarding the fit between
the goals held by the person and those em-
phasized in the achievement context (e.g.,
Can personal performance goals be adaptive
in contexts with a performance goal empha-
sis?). Results from this research tended to
support the importance of attending to is-
sues of fit, although no single goal combina-
tion emerged as optimal for all processes
and outcomes (see Treasure & Roberts,
1998; Walker, Roberts, & Nyheim, 1998; cf.
Newton & Duda, 1999)

By the end of the 1990s, several studies
examining the role of perceived competence
as a moderator of achievement goal effects
had been conducted, and the results contin-
ued to be decidedly mixed. Some studies
found evidence for the hypothesized pattern
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of moderation (Cury, Biddle, Sarrazin, &
Famose, 1997; Elliott & Dweck, 1988;
Smiley & Dweck, 1994), but many did not
(Elliot & Church, 1997; Elliot & Harackie-
wicz, 1994, 1996; Harackiewicz & Elliot,
1993; Kaplan & Midgley, 1997; Miller et
al.,, 1993). This mixed empirical yield
prompted Hong, Chiu, Dweck, Lin, and
Wan (1999) to question the idea that perfor-
mance goals can have positive consequences
when perceived competence is high. Instead,
these researchers suggested that it may be
more appropriate to expect performance
goals to have inimical consequences across
perceptions of competence.

At the beginning of this decade, research
on the 2 x 2 achievement goal framework
commenced. In the initial work on this
model, a measure of the four goals was de-
veloped, factor-analytic data supporting the
separability of the four goals were pre-
sented, and evidence for differential no-
mological networks was provided (Elliot &
McGregor, 2001). Subsequent experimental
and field work provided additional support
for the viability of the 2 x 2 framework in
general, and the mastery-avoidance goal
variable specifically (Conroy, in press;
Conroy & Elliot, 2004; Conroy, Elliot, &
Hofer, 2003; Cury, Elliot, Da Fonseca, &
Moller, 2004; Elliot & Reis, 2003; Finney,
Pieper, & Barron, 2004; Karabenick, 2003,
2004; Malka & Covington, in press; Van
Yperen, 2003; see Moller & Elliot, in press).
The available data seemed to indicate that
mastery—avoidance goals have antecedents
and consequences that are much more simi-
lar to performance-avoidance goals than to
mastery—approach goals.

Empirical work on the trichotomous
achievement goal framework continued to
accumulate, By the end of 2003, over 60
studies from 12 different countries had ap-
peared in print, the vast majority of which
were published in educational, industrial-
organizational, and social-personality psy-
chology journals. This research clearly docu-
mented and illustrated the importance of
separating  performance-approach  and
performance-avoidance goals, and placed
the majority of the deleterious consequences
of performance-based goals on perfor-
mance-avoidance goals. Mastery goals were
shown to have widespread positive effects,
whereas performance-approach goals were

shown to have a primarily positive but trun-
cated set of positive consequences.

An empirical pattern that began to be ac-
knowledged in the 1990s (see Harackiewicz,
Barron, & Elliot, 1998) but became particu-
larly salient as evidence from the 2 x 2, tri-
chotomous, and dichotomous frameworks
accumulated, was that mastery—approach
goals often did not positively predict perfor-
mance attainment, whereas performance—
approach goals did so on a rather consistent
basis. This and other positive findings for
performance-approach goals elicited an en-
gaging dialogue on the costs and benefits of
these goals, and, importantly, on implica-
tions for application (see Harackiewicz,
Barron, Pintrich, Elliot, & Thrash, 2002;
Midgley, Kaplan, & Middleton, 2001;
Kaplan & Midgley, 2002; for an equally en-
gaging exchange on more general topics, see
Harwood & Hardy, 2001; Harwood,
Hardy, & Swain, 2000; Treasure, Duda,
Hall, Roberts, & Ames, 2001).

As this dialogue transpired, research from
the dichotomous perspective on the anteced-
ents and consequences of mastery—approach
and performance-approach goals at all lev-
els of analysis continued to appear in jour-
nals in various disciplines, industrial-
organizational and sport psychology, in par-
ticular (for reviews, see Biddle, Wang,
Kavussanu, & Spray, 2003; Deshon & Carr,
2004; Duda, 2004; Sonnentag, Niessen, &
Ohly, 2004). Multiple goal perspectives of
various sorts became more salient as re-
searchers developed new conceptual and em-
pirical approaches to the study of goal com-
binations (Barron & Harackiewicz, 2001;
Brophy, 2004; Deshon, Kozlowski, Schmidt,
Milner, & Wiechmann, 2004; Pintrich,
2000).

The years 2001 and 2003 saw the prema-
ture passing of two integral contributors
to the achievement goal literature, Carol
Midgley and Paul Pintrich, respectively.

ISSUES CURRENTLY FACING THE
ACHIEVEMENT GOAL LITERATURE

The achievement goal approach remains the
predominant approach to achievement moti-
vation in the contemporary literature. This
tradition is now over 20 years old and con-
tinues to generate important basic and ap-
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plied research across a host of psychological
disciplines. However, several basic questions
continue to demand attention in achieve-
ment goal work, and I close this chapter by
briefly making note of what I view to be
some important conceptual (and associated
operational) issues facing the literature to-
day.

1. There is surprisingly little consensus in
the achievement goal literature on whether
“goal” in “achievement goal” is best repre-
sented as aim (Elliot & Thrash, 2001), a
combination of reason and aim (Dweck,
1986), or overarching orientation (Ames &
Archer, 1988). My perspective is that the
term “goal” is best conceptualized as aim,
because this use is consistent with the proto-
typical use of the term in the broader moti-
vational literature, and it affords conceptual
precision without, ultimately, sacrificing
conceptual breadth. In any given achieve-
ment context, an aim (e.g., to do well rela-
tive to others) is always undergirded by a
more general reason (e.g., to show others I
have ability, to feel the satisfaction of suc-
cess, to avoid the shame of failure, to get the
reward my mother promised me), so clearly
both aim and reason are important in ac-
counting for achievement behavior. How-
ever, as illustrated by the preceding exam-
ples, a single aim may be undergirded by
many different reasons, and I think it is opti-
mal to keep the aim and reason constructs
conceptually separate, and to explore the
implications of an assortment of different
aim-reason combinations (i.e., “goal com-
plexes”; Elliot & Thrash, 2001; see Grant
and Dweck, 2003, for what may be viewed
as a step in this direction). With regard to
the conception of goals as overarching ori-
entations, I think it is best to keep aims con-
ceptually separate from the many different
dispositions, tendencies, processes, and out-
comes to which aims are associated, and to
empirically examine the links between the
antecedents of aims and their affective, cog-
nitive, and behavioral consequences (for
more on this issue, see Elliot & Thrash,
2001; Thrash & Elliot, 2001).

2. The way in which the aforementioned
conceptual issue is addressed has direct im-
plications for measurement and manipula-
tion. If “goal” is conceptualized as aim, goal
measures/manipulations should focus on the

appetitive or aversive standard of evalua-
tion, but if “goal” is conceptualized as a
combination of reason and aim, measures/
manipulations should focus on both the
standard of evaluation and the reason(s) for
commitment to that standard, and if “goal”
is conceptualized as an overarching orienta-
tion, measures/manipulations should include
the many different dispositions, tendencies,
processes, and outcomes associated with the
aim (see Elliot & Thrash, 2001; Thrash &
Elliot, 2001). On a related note, it should be
acknowledged that the same labels are com-
monly used to refer to measures/manipula-
tions of great diversity. For example, some
performance-avoidance goal measures focus
on incompetence, whereas others focus on
self-presentation concerns. This poses prob-
lems not only across different measures/
manipulations but also within individual
measures/manipulations. To continue the pre-
ceding example, in some achievement goal
measures, the performance-avoidance items
focus on self-presentation concerns, whereas
the performance-approach items focus on
normative competence, with little or no fo-
cus on self-presentation (thereby confound-
ing approach-avoidance and competence-
self-presentation). Operationalization prob-
lems of this nature impede interpretational
clarity and, ultimately, impede progress in
the literature.

3. Some researchers, and indeed some en-
tire disciplines, have largely adopted Ames
and Archer’s (1987, 1988) terminological
recommendation of “mastery” and “perfor-
mance” goals. Other researchers, and indeed
other entire disciplines, have continued to
use an assortment of different labels or, in
the case of sport psychology, have continued
to utilize Nicholls’s original task—ego labels.
The move toward uniform labels paid sub-
stantial dividends in the 1990s, and it seems
that the more the achievement goal litera-
ture can move in this unified direction, the
better. There may be important reasons to
gravitate to labels other than mastery and
performance in some instances, and as the
aforementioned conceptual and operational
issues become clarified, it may even be nec-
essary for entirely new terminology to
emerge. However, in the main, it seems that
a continued movement toward uniform la-
bels would help facilitate interdisciplinary
cross talk and cross-fertilization, which
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would undoubtedly move the literature to-
ward greater integration and maturity. Im-
portantly, Ames and Archer’s terminological
recommendation is separable from their
conceptual expansion of the achievement
goal construct; one may be embraced with-
out the other.

4. The term “orientation” is used by
achievement goal researchers not only to re-
fer to a broad network of beliefs and feel-
ings, but also to refer to a dispositional goal
adoption tendency. Indeed, many, if not
most, researchers in this area utilize the
achievement goal construct in a disposi-
tional manner in their empirical work. This
strong dispositional focus is surprising from
both conceptual and empirical standpoints.
Conceptually, the achievement goal ap-
proach originated, in part, as a critique of
dispositional constructs (especially the need
for achievement), and as a move toward a
more specific, contextual level of analysis
(see Maehr & Nicholls, 1980; Dweck &
Wortman, 1982). In addition, when con-
strued as a disposition, it is difficult to see
how the achievement goal construct differs
from the self-attributed achievement motive
construct that has been articulated within
the classic achievement motive tradition
{(McClelland, 1985; see Spence & Helm-
reich’s [1983] distinction between work—
mastery and competitiveness in the self-
attributed need for achievement). Further-
more, if achievement goal orientations are
portrayed as general tendencies to adopt
particular achievement goals in specific situ-
ations, and achievement goals in specific sit-
uations are viewed as the direct regulators of
achievement behavior, then it seems that
achievement goal orientations merely serve a
descriptive, and not an explanatory function
(see McAdams, 2001, for an analogous
statement regarding the Big Five traits).
From an empirical standpoint, it is well es-
tablished that the predictive utility of an in-
dependent variable is maximized when it is
operationalized at the same level as the de-
pendent variable of interest (see Ajzen &
Fishbein, 1977). This correspondence be-
tween independent variable and dependent
variables is violated in achievement goal re-
search that seeks to predict affect, cognition,
or behavior in a specific achievement situa-
tion with a dispositional achievement goal

measure, When dispositional achievement
goal measures are associated with self-
reports of general affective, cognitive, or
behavioral tendencies in achievement situa-
tions, it is difficult to know precisely what
has been learned about actual, real-world
achievement motivation. Thus, although the
achievement goal construct can be utilized at
both dispositional and situation-specific lev-
els of analysis, conceptual and empirical
considerations seem to suggest that it may
be best suited for the situation-specific level.

5. Conceptual and empirical work on
achievement goals is commonly referred to
using the term “theory,” as in “achievement
goal theory” or “goal orientation theory.”
An important question to ask is what is be-
ing referred to when this “theory” moniker
is utilized. On one hand, it seems as though
there are (a) several different ways to con-
ceptualize mastery and performance goals
(e.g., aim, combination of aim and reason,
overarching orientation), {b) several differ-
ent conceptual frameworks that delineate
different types of achievement goals (e.g.,
the dichotomous, trichotomous, and 2 x 2
frameworks), and (c) several different mod-
els that explicate links between achievement
goals and their antecedents and conse-
quences (e.g., the social-cognitive model, the
hierarchical model). In each instance, it
would seem that “theories” would be a
more accurate descriptor than “theory.” On
the other hand, it may be the case that “the-
ory” is most often used in general fashion to
refer to the differentiation of achievement
goals in terms of the mastery~performance
distinction. In this case, a legitimate ques-
tion to ask is whether this distinction alone
(construed at this general level) warrants the
“theory” designation. It is for the aforemen-
tioned reasons that I recommend the term
“achievement goal approach” to refer to this
most generative and fruitful of achievement
motivation traditions.

6. Finally, since its inception, theoretical
and empirical work on achievement goals
has emerged from two desires: a desire to
scientifically account for motivated achieve-
ment behavior, and a desire to help individu-
als (especially children) be optimally moti-
vated in achievement settings. These desires
are not incompatible or antagonistic and, on
the contrary, it may be argued that these
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dual foundations are part of what makes the
achievement goal approach so generative
and achievement goal research so invigorat-
ing and satisfying to conduct. However, dis-
agreements in the achievement goal litera-
ture seem to arise when one desire takes
precedent over the other—when theoretical
work begins to lose its tether to real-world
considerations, or when real-world consid-
erations alone begin to drive data interpreta-
tion and summary. Importantly, theoreti-
cally derived empirical work can tell us how
achievement goals® operate in the present
social-psychological context; this work is
mute regarding whether the social-
psychological context optimally should be
this way, whether the social-psychological
context can be changed, and whether
achievement goals operate the same way
across different social-psychological con-
texts (see Elliot & Moller, 2003). Simply
stated, theory-based description and expla-
nation is altogether different from real-
world prescription. Theory begets applica-
tion, and application informs theory, and 1
believe it is in drawing deeply from both
that the achievement goal approach will de-
velop to its full potential.
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